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The Evolution of NATO: A Collective Defense or Collective Security Organization? 

 

 The 2012 NATO Summit hosted in Chicago produced a new Defense and Deterrence 

Posture Review. This document reaffirmed the alliance’s commitment to Article 5 through the 

“appropriate mix” of capabilities, including nuclear forces, conventional forces, and ballistic 

missile defenses. NATO has remained a defensive alliance, as was its original purpose when 

formed in 1949. However, since the mid-1990s, NATO has been characterized, in part, by its 

out-of-area operations in the former Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, and most recently Libya, thereby 

adopting an increasingly offensive role. NATO occupies the unique role of being both a 

collective defense and collective security organization, characterized through its defense 

capabilities and offensive out-of-area missions.  

 This paper analyzes NATO’s role as a collective defense and collective security 

organization, highlighting contributions and key conclusions from the Chicago 2012 NATO 

Summit. NATO’s purpose and capabilities remain strong in the 21
st
 century, as its overall 

direction continues to shift. Given changes in the evolving European and broader out-of-area 

security context, how will NATO manage and integrate its current commitments to the defense 

of its territory and engagement in abroad missions in a coherent manner? Are the goals of 

collective defense and collective security complimentary or are they overreaching the alliance’s 

resources and mission space?  
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  The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 

established in 1949 to provide protection against the 

Soviet threat  

 Currently 28 member states  

 



 Traditional purpose of NATO ended 

 NATO forced to adapt to the new security 

environment to survive  

◦ Recognizing that an attack on NATO territory 

was now improbable, NATO was able to 

respond to security challenges at the territory’s 

periphery  
 



Operation Deliberate Force in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina 1995  

Operation Allied Force in Kosovo 

1999  

 ISAF mission in Afghanistan  

Operation Unified Protector in Libya 

2011 



 Strategic Concepts reveal an increased emphasis on collective 

security  

 1991 Strategic Concept: “...the success of the Alliance’s policy 

of preserving peace and preventing war depends even more than 

in the past on the effectiveness of preventive diplomacy and 

successful management of crisis...In these new circumstances 

there are increased opportunities for the successful resolution of 

crises at an early state”  

 1999 Strategic Concept: “In pursuit of preserving peace, 

preventing war, and enhancing security and stability as set out 

in the fundamental security tasks, NATO will seek...to 

contribute to effective management...”  



 “NATO has a unique and robust set of political and 

military capabilities to address the full spectrum of 

crises- before, during and after conflicts. NATO 

will actively employ an appropriate mix of those 

political and military tools to help manage 

developing crises that have the potential to affect 

Alliance security…”  

 “The Alliance is affected by, and can affect, 

political and security developments beyond its 

borders.”  



 Summit showed NATO’s commitment to both 
collective security and collective defense  

◦ Reaffirmed commitments to both Western Balkans 
and Afghanistan  
 



 Deterrence and Defense Posture Review  

◦ DDPR represents a consensus among NATO member 
states which reaffirming its enduring defensive role 

 While discussions about possible reductions of non-
strategic nuclear weapons surrounded the Summit,  
the DDPR reaffirmed NATO’s  position as a nuclear 
alliance: “While seeking to create the conditions and 
considering options for further reductions of non-
strategic nuclear weapons…Allies concerned will 
ensure that all components of NATO’s nuclear 
deterrent remain safe, secure, and efficient for as long 
as NATO remains a nuclear alliance”  



 NATO has the unique role of being both a 

collective security and collective defense 

organization  

 For the foreseeable future, NATO will likely 

continue to have a presence in out-of-area 

missions while still maintaining its defensive 

role through its capabilities  


